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BECAUSE OF AN error in measurement, a matter of less than most machines can even calibrate to, my career in experimental psychology hasn’t been a career at all, but a series of nine-month contracts punctuated by weekly-rate hotel rooms.


I’m the mad scientist the tabloids say would ‘weigh the darkness,’ yes.


For eight days in August of my twenty-seventh year, newly minted and not unphotogenic, I was something of a sensation, both in the paranormal circles and in syndication as a two-hundred a fifty word ‘story of interest.’ The directors and the writers were thrilling the audience with their horror stories, but I was putting a scale to that horror. I was making it real.


Of course there were the expected comparisons to 1901, when the human soul had been ‘weighed’—those famous twenty-one grams, irreproducible in dogs—but my conditions were much more controlled, and not nearly so sensationalistic. Whereas that measurement of twenty-one grams had been either hailed as the triumph of religion over science or bemoaned as that which would finally make faith unnecessary (1901 was the height of the Victorian spiritualism movement), my experiment was pure curiosity: it had grown from a case, from a patient. That’s vastly different than presupposing an afterlife, then finding a way to prove it.


Yet the public digested the two exactly the same.


I was able to protect ‘Mary,’ anyway. Patient 039—a number I just made up, like the name. Better that this experiment’s fallout settle on only one of us.


Her problem was monophobia (also known as ‘autophobia’ or ‘isolophobia’) and extreme nyctophobia. The first is the fear of being alone. The second is fear of the dark, a common, widespread problem, and not just limited to children. After all, human eyes haven’t evolved to penetrate the darkness of the savanna night—or the closet, with the light off—and where we can’t see, there our imaginations can populate and propagate. The unseen terrorizes specifically by remaining unseen; it’s an axiom for a reason.


And ‘monophobia’ is perhaps not the most apt term for her anxiety, but ‘paranoia’ is so reductive; in actuality, her fear of being alone, it stemmed from her distinct sense that she was never completely alone.


She had been referred to my sleep lab not because my new colleague thought I could cure her, but because he knew I needed raw data on the fear response: galvanic skin response, respiration, blood pressure. Already I had three lifelong night terror sufferers spending their nights with me for a token bit of my grant monies (fast evaporating). Granted, what I was investigating could be considered peripheral to the major lines of inquiry, most of which involved treating the Big Three (schizophrenia, depression, the dementias), but I was ambitious, was trying to find my fulcrum with which to overturn the world.


My study had been born when a certain pamphlet found its way to my inbox: American Indians on campus were calling for a return to ‘traditional’ hair-lengths. It wasn’t for anything religious, but because long hair supposedly magnified the natural world, tuning their scalps in to the slightest breath, forty feet away. It was apocryphal, of course, and very much in keeping with pirates wearing hoops through their ear lobes to sharpen their vision. But what if, right?


My grant was partially funded through the Defense Department, yes. Anything to give soldiers more advantage on the battlefield. Or less disadvantage.


In order to properly track the possibility of this, however, I first had to establish a baseline of physiological responses, which would cumulatively and quantitatively map out what people call the hair on the back of their neck ‘writhing’ or ‘standing up’ to alert them that they’re being watched.


And being watched, of course, is at the bottom of most cases of nyctophobia: you can’t see into the darkness, but you can be seen.


As for Mary, she had long, flowing hair, perhaps even ‘sensitive’ hair—what my then-wife would have said was hair from a shampoo commercial. She had been a twin in the womb, but was the only one born. It was a story she dwelt on, and the source of much of her anxiety.


I admitted her to my lab and she signed all the requisite releases, and that first night I watched her, and followed her readings, and my colleague had been right: there was something distinctly haunted to her demeanor, to her bearing, to her postures, once she’d acclimated to the new room, the cameras. It was in the way she would sometimes look behind her, to what my monitor insisted was just another empty corner.


In the womb, of course, with twins, one will often eat the other. It’s just the natural course of things.


Her parents never should have told her.


Finally she fell asleep, and all her readings leveled out.


We did this four times, and her charts were beautiful, her terror so unadulterated that I could understand her impulse to trust it.


On the fifth—and fateful—night, then, sitting in the lounge with her, I told her that I could prove to her that her fears were baseless. That she had nothing to be afraid of, or to feel guilty for. To reiterate, here, I wasn’t supposed to treat her, just document her. This was strictly outside the purview of my study. But you can only watch someone struggle with a stubborn jar for so long before you offer to help. Especially when the contents of that jar can save their life.


“But she won’t show up in pictures,” she said, anticipating my methods.


“Because she’s not real,” I told her.


I was too proud of my discipline, yes. My—and all scientists will admit this, at some level—my denomination.


The human mind was a computer bank, to me. I could simply change the punch cards, reprogram a life. Stimulus-response, the world conforms to reason; I was a product of my lengthy education. There were no dark corners, as far as I was concerned. Just shadows we haven’t bothered to shine our lights into yet.


I was going to shine my light into Mary’s corner.


She would be a footnote when I finally published, a fortuitous benefactor of the early parts of my study. No, of my rigor, and my ability to balance experimental psychology with the individuals it’s supposed to eventually benefit.


A friend in another department had a lab where he was measuring atmospheric pressures and the smallest fractions of weights, in an attempt not to find dark matter—though if it resolved in his data, he had assured me he wouldn’t complain—but to deliver his findings and conclusions to the Department of Weights and Measures. His findings on decay, on specific gravities, on not only how many angels would fit on a pinhead, but their percent of body fat. His world, infinitesimal as it was, was the physical, while mine was the interior, the, according to public opinion, ‘subjective.’ But, in my hubris, I could hotwire them.


Two nights later I led Mary into his chamber and left her there, retreated to the booth with my friend.


Once the pressure settled in the chamber and my friend had established her tare-weight so as to rezero his superfine scales, I had him turn the lights off. My hope was to show Mary that her fears were baseless: the chart of her time in the chamber, in the dark, would be level. No spikes to indicate a presence, malevolent or otherwise. This was all assuming of course that there actually was no such thing as the immaterial. My grounding for that, which she had to agree with, was that ‘ghosts’ or whatever surely at least interacted with light, yes? Even if they never touched the floor or were completely permeable, holograms in a sense, still, our eyes were built to read surfaces light was reflecting off of, right? Meaning that, if these presences Mary insisted upon were actually there and interacting with her, then they had to be interacting with her through the physical world. Otherwise there could be no interaction.


And of course, once the lights went all the way down to black, Mary’s sobbing screams filled the booth.


My friend made to release the door—his laser-cut bars of copper and vanadium never screamed for their lives—but I stayed his hand, convinced that two full minutes of zero change on the charts would prove to Mary that her certainties were all in her head, and could thus be talked through and dealt with in a proper, rational setting rather than continually recoiled from, and allowed to dictate her life. I wanted to give her back control, and the freedom that came with it.


Except of course—that famous measurement.


Not at the height of Mary’s panic attack but right after, something in that darkness of the chamber did in fact move, or seem to.


The atmospheric pressure dilated ever so slightly, as if, perhaps, a hummingbird had opened its mouth, emitted a single, invisible breath.


And the weight shifted in tandem with that.


I of course told Mary that the variance on the charts was within the baselines, no environment is truly hermetic, but she fell away from me, ran off across campus in her lab-issue nightgown, to finally get picked up in hysterics at a coffee shop.


When she said my name hours later, through a battery of sedatives and well-meant cups of coffee—does nobody check with anybody else?—I was brought in, and when she argued that my tests had proven what she’d already known, had confirmed her worst fears, that her dead sister was stalking her, my friend of course was compelled to turn those charts in. Nothing less would satisfy her. And I don’t blame him, for handing them over, for admitting to everything; he was going to be in enough hot water for having loaned his equipment out to another department, for an unauthorized, rogue experiment, one involving human subjects, when he was only cleared to glove up, handle precious metals.


By the time the night’s events were whittled down to two lines on a report, they seemed no less than a revolution.


Once the papers got their hooks into it, my experiment was of course proof of ghosts. When I’d been trying to establish the opposite of that.


In a matter of months, my funding disappeared, my papers started getting declined for the conferences, and I had to look farther and deeper for teaching opportunities I’d formerly kept in my hip pocket, as insurance. And all because my friend’s equipment had been so impossibly fine: that much-discussed change in atmospheric pressure—I’d never anticipated that her papillae, expanding into ‘goose bumps,’ could actually be measured. That didn’t explain the subtle addition of weight, but my friend reluctantly opined that it had probably been the result of a moving subject on a scale designed for stationary objects. Inertia and momentum; they don’t teach that in Intro Psych.


I didn’t seek the fame or notoriety out, but it found me all the same.


My wife left shortly after. It was understandable. My reaction to the published results and to my department’s disavowal was, like Mary, to rush back, insist upon the validity of the experiment. In the existence of ghosts, yes. In the undeniability of the data. That the data was more valid, even, if there can be a spectrum or a gradient of validity. Like penicillin, like Teflon, this was something we’d stumbled upon, not something we’d set out to prove.


It was a mismeasurement, though. That wasn’t even consensus, it was just assumed. No one was trying to replicate our work.


Public opinion had always seemed vapid, until it was levied against me.


The conferences I began to get invited to for a brief time, they also hosted panels on UFOs and Bigfoot. I was being exiled to the fringes, just another ‘shrieker,’ as my major professor used to call them. Those who are so far from the center that they have to scream and pull their hair to be heard.


Those conferences, however, unlike the ones I I’d always known, they paid.


A second wife came and went, not willing to commit to my nomadic lifestyle, to what she called my lingering bitterness, and ten years slipped past, and then five more, and then a sixteenth year, and I still hadn’t found that fulcrum I knew had to be there, to flip the world over onto its back.


At some point in a fall like this, you stab your hand out, for a handhold. Not from reflex, but because you’ve been dwelling on notions of redemption for years already. On giving the world its comeuppance.


And so was born my second experiment.


  



  



JUST LIKE THE first, it was born of observation, of happenstance: as my life was more and more spent in hotels, I began to take note of my fellow travelers. To study them, and their habits, their small compulsions and superstitions that they probably weren’t even aware of. And I began to pick up the lore. Not the usual clutch of urban legends, either—disappearing hitchhikers and the like—though of the same family.


And some assembly was required.


The first component wasn’t even a folk tale, was just something I picked up from a hotel manager’s daughter. In trying to negotiate a cheaper rate for my monthly stay than for the weekly I was already being charged, I had to work my way up the administrative stream, as it were. And she was the last step before the main office.


It was all pleasant, of course; I’ve found that abrasiveness doesn’t go nearly as far as a display of academic fatigue with the process, with a sense that the two of you at this table are in this together, and it’s not about the two of you at all, but this issue. Of rate.


In watching her page through her binder to show me occupancy trends and the like—she’d come prepared to these negotiations—I noticed there was always one vacancy, even when the final report noted how many people had been turned away.


“The Elvis Room,” I said, sitting back.


I’d just made the term up, but it was obvious what it meant: the one room you save back, in case a president or rock star happens to land unannounced at the front desk.


The manager’s daughter had laughed and turned the page, and we’d continued with our argument, which finally bled into her mother’s office, with the result of five dollars off per week.


It was hardly worth it, had been something of a pyrrhic victory if I’m going to be honest, as well as an indicator of the station I’d fallen to, but that night I couldn’t stop thinking about the Elvis Room, as I’d coined it.


Over the next few weeks I consulted with scholars from the humanities, who in turn directed me to texts dealing with urban legends and folk beliefs.


As it turned out, the Elvis Room, it was from the same branch of formative superstition that kept thirteenth floors of hotels from being called that. I’d heard this years ago, of course, but never investigated. A quick walk through the lobbies of downtown confirmed it, though: the rows of buttons available for passengers to push, they were usually arranged so as to obfuscate that missing, surely evil “13.”


We’re a funny species.


As for the lore surrounding what I was now confidently calling the Elvis Room, it wasn’t something I could glean from a bank of buttons, then grin over to myself.


To find out the truth about it, I had to interview fourteen managers and nearly twice as many assistant managers. Just one disgruntled, former manager would have sufficed, but I had no way of finding such a person. So my approach had to be more scattershot and time-consuming. But such is science.


The assistant manager, who finally admitted that standing orders for the industry were to always leave one room empty, was named … Roderick, say. As Roderick understood, the reasons for the Elvis Room had nothing directly to do with ‘ghosts’ or ‘hauntings’ or anything so fantastic. It was just numbers. Statistics.


Once records had started to be kept and, a decade or two after that, collated, then compared from city to city, season to season, chain to chain, the bookkeepers began to notice a certain unsettling trend. In guest fatalities.


So long as one room was left unoccupied, then guests by and large woke up, made it to breakfast. Those instances where a boisterous guest—an Elvis or a president, yes, a cattleman or a couple who couldn’t be relegated to the manger—insisted upon registering for that last room, though, well. Nearly without fail, a guest would suffer a stroke or a heart attack in the night, or worse, and the rest of the guests would then be not just inconvenienced by emergency personnel, but spooked, perhaps unlikely to stop by this particular hotel again, the next time through.


Which is of course what it all came down to, for the hotels: repeat business. It makes sense for them to leave one room empty, if it means a guest will leave under his or her own power, possibly to return. Guests who are carried out feet-first are poor promotion.


“Is there any pattern to the—the victim?” I asked Roderick.


“What do you mean?” he said back.


He had a way of emphasizing just exactly when you had his full attention. He did it by hardly ever looking at you otherwise.


“Like, is it the guest who takes that last room?” I said. “Or is it someone who’s there for a second night? Lone occupancies or doubles? Second floor or twelfth?”


“Online bookings or last-minute, too tired to drive to the next town,” Roderick went on, completing my list. He shrugged it off, though: “The pattern is that someone dies,” he said, as if I were missing the point.


I thanked him—a good data collector knows when the subject is tapped—promised again to guarantee his anonymity, and passed him the meager sum we’d agreed upon.


Next, of course, I had to crunch the numbers myself. Which involved finding those numbers, but, the same way looking over a mathematician’s shoulder would be less than gripping, allow me to offer that those rough counts are available. Moreover, as near as I could tell from organizing them in columns and rows, Roderick’s claim held, though of course, in cases of guest deaths, hotels are reluctant to share information, as any press in that regard will perforce be bad press.


I could collect this data myself, however.


I had a theoretical model. The next step was to compare it to observation.


Downtown there was one hotel with a famous glass skywalk across to a coliseum where a certain major music act was performing. I’d seen the lines snaking back from ticket booths all week, and the parking garage next to the coliseum already showed evidence of illegal tents, and there were columns in the newspaper about college students renting their apartments for the weekend, for enough to pay the month’s rent.


I’d had enough bad luck. Perhaps I was due a touch of providence. Lady Science will eventually smile down at the strictest of her adherents, yes. The most devout.


It took some work on my part too, however.


At what I deemed the busiest period at the registration desk, when the three clerks manning that counter seemed almost to the end of their shift, perhaps making them less conscientious regarding matters of policy—any problems they cause will be problems for the next shift—I ambled up, began making my case. It took theatrics and intimidation and finally the threat of a diabetic coma (I had purchased the requisite bracelet identification at a thrift store) coupled with assurances that I was not a fan of the music act in question, that this wasn’t an emergency born of poor planning or fervid fandom.


I got the Elvis Room.


Walking away from the registration desk, I peeled the wrapper off a bar of candy, bit into it for the glucose. It tasted like victory.


And, while Roderick had no data on which guest is selected to die as punishment for letting that last room go, that he didn’t know meant that it was rarely if ever the Elvis Room.


I slept peacefully. The thread count of the sheets had to be in the thousands.


The next morning found me stationed in the lobby, where not one but two bodies were wheeled through. From, judging by the attendant crying friends, two different rooms.


Going by the age of the mourners, I assumed the bagged bodies were in keeping. Which meant an overdose, most likely, except that one of those friends’ shirtfront was still bloody. That the friend wasn’t in handcuffs suggested that she’d tried to revive or console the dying. And the blood of course meant violence. Which was a lot less passive an interference or nudge than I’d suspected.


I wanted to ask, to confirm, except I had to allow the possibility that the culprit was as of yet unapprehended. Meaning my questioning would put me under suspicion, which would stall the experiment. And right when it was producing such fine results.


Risking my current posting with my absences, I became the oldest fan of this music act, followed them to their next two cities. The time I wasn’t able to get the Elvis Room, there were no bodies. The other time I wasn’t able to get it, there was a body, but this was because of the scene I’d seen made at the registration desk, which resulted in the Elvis Room being taken by an obviously pregnant party.


It wasn’t the kind of proof that would hold up in a professional journal. But it wasn’t anecdotal or apocryphal, either.


I was onto something.


  



  



THE NEXT VITAL bit of cultural trivia was delivered to me by a junior in college whose shoes didn’t quite match. He was leading a ghost tour in a city I’d just had to move to, when my previous posting evaporated in the predictable manner; his outfit’s pamphlet had been in the shelf under the night clerk’s registration desk. I only went at the last-minute, when my neighbors on the fifth floor started into the second episode of their police procedural show on television. It wasn’t that I minded the noise, just that I’d already heard that episode, from the last neighbors.


That’s unfair, though.


The real reason I wandered out into the night was that I was at the bitter end of two weeks of aimless reworking of the parameters of my work. The momentum was gone, the promise of my early findings about the Elvis Room not leading to an obvious next step, as you always hope will happen.


On the stairs down to street level, I only passed a single other walker. I nodded once and stepped aside, as climbing is more difficult than descending.


The other guest passed without looking up, his hand skating a breath over the dull handrail.


It made me remember my age, grasp the handrail myself.


The bus was right on time, as promised in the pamphlet. I was one of four passengers, and, as the bus was open-top, we were all glad to have worn the light jackets that otherwise would have been unnecessary.


Len, my lore-filled junior, managed to fix our attention on his tip jar four separate times during his well-rehearsed opening remarks, and then, thanks to a headset, he continued to narrate as he drove.


The first stop, of course, was the local cemetery, some of the headstones reaching back to the seventeenth century. Whether the stories he relayed had any basis in fact, I have no idea. Perhaps there really is a coven of vampires buried there. Perhaps there is one more grave than there are headstones. Maybe we should never eat fruit of any tree that grows within that low fence. Maybe the fog there is transportive in nature.


Next was an old convent I didn’t know existed. Len painted for us the image of missing children and particularly carnivorous nuns. It was all in good fun. The convent had long been condemned, probably now counting as a historical monument, it had so many layers of graffiti festooned on its once-imposing walls.


Three of the other passengers clapped when Len’s ‘surprise’ sound effect (a woman’s scream) burst through the speakers.


Having our backs straightened was what we had paid for, after all.


Sixteen years ago, I would have wanted to track their galvanic skin response, their respiration, the dilation of their pupils.


Another lifetime.


I was after bigger game, now.


And Len, unbeknownst to both of us, was my guide.


Before the next stop, though, I should introduce my third wife. She had been the last to board, and was the least prepared, the least invested in the goings-on. Rather, it seemed this long, meandering bus ride was simply an escape for her. A place to sit where life couldn’t harry her.


As I would come to find out, Len didn’t make my third wife pay for these rides. They were her dinner break; she waitressed at the restaurant down the block from my hotel, and traded him baskets of rye bread, with spun aluminum cups of whipped butter.


In the updraft from the bus’s open top, her long blonde hair lifted like tentacles behind her, and I’ve always maintained a preference for long hair.


So is love born.


I wasn’t very invested in the haunted tour myself. At least, not until the old boarding house.


Because we were in residential, Len was able to pull over against the curb and step up from the seat, an open book in his hands. His voice took on shades of the pulpit, of the reverential, of the sour.


The book was thin, available after the tour for ten dollars, no tax.


One chapter contained the reproduction of a journal kept by the former operator of the boarding house in question.


I leaned forward, licked my lips as I do in eagerness, an affectation I’d once been known for, in my first post-doc posting. I didn’t even realize I was doing it until the breeze chilled the moisture I’d left for it.


The passages Len read for us, his voice occasionally falling into a serviceable waver, documented this boarding house operator’s observations over the course of seventeen years. And the stories her guests would occasionally share with her.


Because she only had the eight rooms to let, and because the house was creaky even in 1922, she always had a thorough count of her boarders, and a running awareness of who was where, and when.


Thus it came as a surprise to her when a boarder would ask about a new boarder they’d passed in the hall, or on the stairway.


There were no new boarders.


With regularity, this continued to happen, year after year. There was never anything malevolent or unsettling about the sightings, either. Only in retrospect did they approach anything spooky. And even then, not necessarily spooky for the boarder, who would of course assume the landlord was wrong about a new boarder, or hiding a new boarder for reasons all her own. Or it could even be someone who had unaccountably walked in the open front door, used the hall as a hall, then exited out the back.


To this proprietress, though, a Shay Matheson, the accumulation of the sightings led her to form a theory of her ‘immaterial boarders,’ as she called them (perhaps a play on ‘borders,’ yes): they were simply the souls who had passed on, but for one reason or another, had yet to move on. Perhaps that’s how the afterlife works, even; while your paperwork’s being processed, your soul weighed against a feather, you while away the days in the waiting room, with the living. As a final goodbye, possibly. Or maybe it’s that certain souls have to serve penance with us. Or maybe some people just can’t let go as fast as the rest, and so doom themselves to walk the old pathways, until they remember what they’re supposed to be doing. Where they’re supposed to be going.


For the purpose of my experiment, Shay Matheson’s conjecture concerning the reason for the walkers’ presence was of no use.


Her explanation for their passings in the halls, however, it was a revolution in thinking.


Most who opine on the purpose of ghosts ascribe to them motivations in keeping with our all-too-human motivations. Not Shay Matheson. She understood that the dead are a completely different species.


Her suspicion as to their passings in the halls and on the stairs, it was that, if her boarder saw this ‘ghost’ and took it for real, for alive, then for a few steps, maybe even a minute or two, this ‘ghost’ could also believe it was alive. She proposed an essentially parasitical relationship, one whereby the host, us, doesn’t have to lose nutrition or body mass or reproductive capability, but idle attention. Passing glances. Assumptions.


Further, she proposed that, if this were the case, then of course these lonely dead people would be drawn to places of crowded anonymity. Her boarding house. Train stations.


Hotels.


Sites where we’ve been socially conditioned not to engage, which would reveal their essential lack; they’re dead, they’re ghosts. Sites where you don’t question the personhood of that other body in the elevator car, but instead just stare straight ahead, pretending you’re all alone.


Your efforts to deny that other rider actual presence is of course the most obvious statement of that presence.


These spectral walkers are drawn to it like a moth to a candle.


Hotels are their churches.


For steps at a time, they’re alive again.


There’s a reason that other guest pacing you, three steps ahead, is so silent.


It’s that, under his hat, he has no eyes.


  



  



THOUGH THERE WERE brief nuptials to get through two weeks later, and what we called a placeholder honeymoon up in 566 (room service, room service, room service; apparently waitresses have a fetish for it), my mind was churning with possibility.


I wanted to be with Julia, my new wife—of course—but I also wanted to be out in the halls, putting my research through the paces.


Except of course for the Heisenberg Principle.


That I knew about the walkers, it introduced something to the experiment which would alter the data in ways that could ruin me a second time.


No, this time my proof had to be irrefutable.


Observational, yes, but also second-hand. From reliable sources.


The most reliable I could find on short notice.


Not hotel employees, trained in the fine art of superstition and possibly trying to drum up tourist dollars, and not paid subjects, willing to tell me whatever I wanted to hear, as I was the one dangling the check. And of course, as I desperately wanted to hear it, my critical faculties would be compromised from the start, such that I would essentially be colluding with my subjects, suborning perjury, as it were.


It was the first spat of our new marriage.


Without telling Julia the parameters, I poked and prodded her with slight variations on a fixed set of questions. Not so she could be my first subject, but so I could hone the questions.


I needed a set that would elicit candor, that would resist fantasy, and that would operate like those coin sorters, where the pennies all fall into one basin, the quarters another, where a dime is never mistaken for a nickel:


How many nights per year, approximately, do you stay in a hotel?


For business or personal?


How many guests do you think you encounter?


Do you pre-book?


You start with the slow pitch, yes, such that they can suspect this just another marketing survey. In the case of this experiment, however, I quickly realized that, once the questions graduated to fast-pitch, they were begging the question:


Have you, in your travels, encountered any fellow guests who you later found not to be corporeal?


Did you nod to them, or wave, or attempt to converse?


If you had a pet, how did that pet react?


Would you happen to have a timestamp for this encounter, for purposes of pulling security footage?


I sympathized with Julia, for her annoyance. Reluctant to share the experiment, though, I feigned idle curiosity, fed her the smallest portion: the existence of an Elvis Room in every hotel.


She shrugged and did her eyes to me as if wondering just who she’d married, here.


I shrugged back: here I am, deviant curiosities and all.


During her evening shifts, I would sometimes release my night course an hour early and ease from registration desk to registration desk. At first there was no system; I’d just been driving home when I’d suddenly found myself sitting in the ten-minute lane of a second-rate hotel. Now, of course, there was a grid. I was working my way across town, like playing checkers.


That was where the system lost any semblance of rigor, however.


To be more accurate, it wasn’t the system that was failing. It was me. Those hours of freedom from teaching, in which I could have been productive, I was, simply put, whiling them away in the lobbies of these hotels.


While there, I found it important to leave my tie knotted close to my throat, and to carry my shoulder bag. Otherwise the evening desk clerk would either query me him- or herself, or have security do so.


My loitering would never have been allowed to continue in Las Vegas, of course. There, if you run one table, you can’t just change casinos, do it all over again. Their management talks to each other.


Hotel management doesn’t need to be quite so vigilant.


When queried, I had been sent by my current school to meet a visitor, was here on school business. I even had a sign of sorts made up: a piece of copy paper and black marker. Not with a guest name the clerk could check, but for self-identification: the school I was currently contracted with. Which my identity card supported, when necessary.


All I had to do was prop that sign up on the end table or couch, and I could sit for an hour, for two if I thought Julia would buy that class had gone long.


I was waiting for inspiration to strike, for the apple to fall, for a disinhibiting symbol to synthesize and simultaneously release the next step of my experiment.


All I had thus far was enough, perhaps, to bolster an article on folklore or urban legends.


What I needed was a revolution, a revelation. A new career, a new life. If the world wouldn’t accept me now, then I would change the world, make it hinge upon the results of my experiment.


And, though it goes without saying—and this would never be part of my published findings—I did find myself believing. I had stood there in the lobby of that concert hotel, and watched the bloody-sheeted gurney creak past.


Though I told myself that if I hadn’t insisted upon the Elvis Room, someone else surely would have … still.


My rational mind argued that the science was worth the sacrifice. That this is what a haunting actually is: torturing yourself with a looped event from the past that your mind can find no easy label for. What doesn’t fit, it just bounces around in your head; I’m hardly the first to propose such a theory. Only, now, I guess you could say I was living it.


In a way, then, sitting in these hotel lobbies, it could be construed as a sort of apology—me, standing close to a fire I had started, as if the heat could burn the sin away.


Unless of course I was waiting to overhear a belligerent would-be guest demanding the Elvis Room, then quietly rooting for him or her, and camping out by the coffee machine, waiting for the emergency personnel to arrive.


Three weeks into this cycle, this tailspin, a hotel guest sat down beside me, waited for me look up.


“Sorry I’m late,” he said, wowing his eyes out for emphasis. “Guess I fell asleep. It’s already midnight for me.”


I let my eyes move from his face to the sign that had drawn him to me.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “Your ride, he’s—I’m waiting for someone else. We house all the college’s guests here.”


“Oh, man. Who?”


My jaw moved around the shape of an imaginary professor’s name, but then I noticed the desk clerk was tuned in, here.


“She’s from Biology,” I said.


“Two of us?” the man said, and though the muscles forcing my face into a polite smile held, I’m pretty sure, I could feel the scaffolding starting to collapse.


“Let me just—” I said, rising to follow my index finger to the guest phone, stationed near enough the side door I could slip out.


I had the phone to my ear when the clerk tapped me on the shoulder.


I swallowed, recradled the receiver.


“Perhaps it would be best if I called your guest for you,” he said, reaching across for the phone.


“I don’t want to wake her,” I said back, my hand holding the receiver down.


The clerk chuckled, didn’t want a scene.


“Then maybe it would be best if you were to wait outside. Across the street. There’s a bar.”


I almost had to grin, in thanks.


“I could use a drink,” I told him.


He smiled, stepped across to hold the door open for me, and said, “It’s good you chose this night. Tomorrow, there’s a conference on … criminal behavior, I think it is.”


“A conference?” I asked, just because it was my slot to fill in our little game of charades.


“Police,” the clerk hissed, then pulled the door shut.


Standing on the sidewalk, I smiled, my face suddenly warm in spite of the night air.


Of course.


I needed the most reliable set of sources possible for my experiment. The most no-nonsense, the least prone to invention.


The Policeman’s Ball it was.


  



  



THREE WEEKS LATER, I rented a room at the next law enforcement officer’s annual meeting I’d been able to find.


I told Julia it was research, then, after she left for the restaurant, I withdrew her savings, promising myself to pay her back ten-fold, to deliver her into a life she’d never even guessed at.


Provided she didn’t check her balance, press charges.


The conference, as it turned out, was surprisingly easy to infiltrate. I’d assumed law enforcement personnel would have better screening in place, but all I had to do, finally, was ask at lost and found for the badge I’d lost, then select the male-named one from the two the desk clerk provided.


After that, I simply camped out in my room Friday and Saturday nights. I couldn’t risk sitting in on a talk or a panel, and having someone call me by the name on my lanyard.


Sunday morning, however, I emerged. Not crisp and ironed, as if new-minted, but just as rumpled and ready to go home as the rest of the crowd.


Then I simply requisitioned one of the abandoned tables in the exhibit room and put up the least explanatory of handmade signs: Sketch Artist?


On my table, I had a pad of drawing paper with the top few sheets ripped off. To prime the pump, as it were.


Slowly, they trickled in.


This wasn’t a sketch artist conference—do those even exist?—but the conference did bill itself as hosting a set of panels especially dealing with facial recognition, so I gambled that departments would have sent whatever sketch artists they had on contract.


I was right.


They weren’t exactly lining up to draw for me, but once word got around about my experiment, and that I was paying forty dollars per, well.


Julia would have been proud, to see her money put to such good use.


And of course there was the added draw of competition.


My pitch was that, over the course of the weekend, I’d paid a current parolee to skulk around at the edges, never quite making eye contact or engaging in conversation. But there. Probably only once, so think, remember.


Whichever sketch artist rendered him the best, made him or her the most identifiable—there was going to be a ‘line-up’ during closing ceremonies later this afternoon—would win the three-hundred dollar jackpot.


They didn’t care whether I was trying to prove their craft or discredit it. They just shrugged, looked up and to the right more times than not, and began to sketch.


By two o’clock, I had sixteen sketches.


At which point I put up my “back in five” sign, collected the sketches, and made my exit.


I’d already checked out that morning, so I could make immediately for my car.


The plan was to get back to my room with Julia, distract her as well as I could from the chance of thinking about her savings account, then spend the night appreciating these last few drops of a second-hand life. Because it was all about to change.


In order to not contaminate the data-collection phase, too, I’d not taken the next step in the research yet.


As it turned out, though, now I couldn’t wait.


That next step, which a lesser scientist would have started with, was to look up as many of the deaths in that hotel as I could, and then search up faces.


I hadn’t done this beforehand as I might then become the ‘whisperer’ to the sketch artists, indicating to them with non-verbal cues that, no, his hair wasn’t that long, his jaw more square, her eyes more vulnerable.


Just on the chance of my influencing the sketches, I’d not even looked at them yet, but had insisted the artists do their work with the tablet facing away from me, then fold their work before selling it to me.


Outside the public library, I patted the sketches there on my passenger seat but resisted again. Told myself it would be better science to collect all the dead faces I could from inside, instead of the five or ten that I thought matched what I’d already seen.


When you’ve been strung up and burned in effigy once, your control parameters the next time out, they can get obsessive, yes.


Whatever helps the experiment, though. That always comes first.


The library finally had to chase me out at closing.


Dime by dime, I’d printed face after face. The first few I’d looked at in an idle way, but two dozen in—the hotel had been in operation for sixty-four years—I’d become an automaton, just click/print, click/print.


With my sheaf of corpses, then, I stumbled out to my car, and finally broke down as I knew I would, and paged through the sketches, sorting them without meaning to.


Three of the artists had drawn the same man I’d seen over the shoulder of countless news anchors: sunglasses, five o’clock shadow, firm mouth, grim eyes. Perhaps this was the same person of interest they drew every time out, their way of gaming the system. Or maybe criminals actually conformed to a certain appearance, unlikely as that seemed. It wasn’t my province to say.


I was here for other reasons. Deeper reasons.


Twelve of the remaining thirteen had drawn a balding man with an almost comically-wide mouth, his eyes vague and directed elsewhere, as if the artists hadn’t quite ‘made’ them, so could only approximate.


I nodded, smiled.


They were trained to pay attention to distinguishing characteristics, which in turn of course made them sensitive to faces with characteristics that distinguished those faces. Memorable faces.


It didn’t token well for people with wide-set eyes or unfortunate scars, but it did suggest that the more successful criminals could just as easily have been good fits for the FBI: vague, easy-to-forget faces. Nobody special, just part of the background.


This balding man, though—had I seen him, had I left my room and encountered him, I would have remembered him as well.


Under the dim glow of a streetlight, then, at ten minutes till eleven on a Sunday night, I made the discovery of my century: this balding man had died there fourteen years ago. In his sleep.


I let my head fall back and I laughed, and then I looked all around, for someone to share this with.


It was just me, though.


I had figured it out. What no one else had. Sure, two generations ago, boarding-house proprietress Shay Matheson had made intimations in this direction, stabs in the dark, as it were. But this was real, this was verifiable. More, it was repeatable.


That’s always the final test.


The world was going to have to accept me back, now.


I knew where its dead were.


  



  



WALKING THROUGH THE lobby of what I was now calling my temporary home—our temporary home—a Jerry Lee Lewis song was coming from the night clerk’s tinny radio. The night clerk was nowhere to be seen.


I stood and listened to it, felt my eyes unfocus, like … I don’t know. But something. And then I got it: a paper I’d tried to write in graduate school. Not an article, my major professor assured me, but good as exercise, anyway. And to insulate myself, should I have animal testing issues lobbed my way later in my career.


The paper, which I never completed, as the research wasn’t worth running down, had to do with finding dogs and cats retired from laboratory testing. Just surgical cases, nothing pharmaceutical. The same way police dogs are farmed out, to while away their final years.


I knew of course that most lab animals were destroyed once they’d served their purpose. But not always.


My idea was to track some of them down, in their dotage. And, if they’d been conditioned on a certain tone of chime, say, to then strike that chime again, and observe the response. The stated concern was muscle memory, more or less. Really, though, I wanted to watch their eyes. Not to see if that chime was conjuring a specific experiment, but to see if they got a wary look, as if the lab were assembling itself around them again.


That was how I felt, standing at the vacant registration desk: like an old dog hearing an old chime—Jerry Lee Lewis. Contemporary of Elvis Presley. The piano player many said should have been Elvis Presley, if not for his much-publicized marriage.


Listening to him, it was just forced déjà vu, then. Like I was standing at the lip of my world, looking over into the next.


I was tired. It had been a full weekend. My body was crashing from all the adrenaline of discovery.


Julia.


I think I actually said her name out loud, and looked up through four ceilings, four floors. Like she could save me from myself, here.


Because I’d stopped taking the stairs since Shay Matheson’s journal, I waited for the elevator, stepped in, and, reliable as ever, it carried me up to my hall.


It was empty. Even the two times I looked behind me.


I tried to laugh at myself, about how stupid I was being.


It was guilt, I knew. A responsible researcher, one who’s not in a movie, anyway, he knows that the first thing you do when you verify a hypothesis, it’s document it, and seal that away somewhere. Nothing official, just enough so that, if you leave your lab or your office, step in front of a bus—or into a plunging elevator—then the research can survive you.


That’s what I was feeling: the weight of being the only one, so far, to know.


It made my head light on my shoulders, my steps ponderous, historic.


Perhaps this was what success felt like.


I’d better get used to it, I told myself, and then, rounding the molded-in pillar to 566, I looked down the hall behind me one more time. Just for superstition.


Empty. As I knew it would be.


Some nights, every step is an experiment.


I shook my head, grinned, and went to insert my keycard. Into the already-open door.


It swung back as if from the weight of my unasked questions.


I swallowed loudly, stepped into the doorway. “Julia?” I called, my voice hushed in that token way, as of course I had to assume she was sleeping. But I also assumed that she would be eager to wake, to see me.


The lights came on when I touched them, proving this wasn’t a horror movie.


The room was as it always was: a sitting area, a kitchen on one wall, the bed against the other.


The bed was made but rumpled, as if someone had laid there.


I touched those wrinkles, touched the edge of the sink as well, as if confirming her absence, and then, nodding to myself, I went back to the door, sure I had the wrong number, had gotten off at the wrong floor.


566.


I shook my head no, tried to play back Julia’s schedule, just came up with six o’clock again. It was when she got home every Sunday, because she’d lied to the head waiter that she was religious. The kind of religious that likes brunch tips, though, right? I think he’d said. It was all because of a show she liked.


I breathed in, breathed out.


“You should be here,” I told her, and, still shaking my head no, I stepped across, to deposit my files and sketches on the two-person table.


And that was when I saw it.


A carbon of the withdrawal on her savings account. Dated Saturday morning. When the bank was only open for four scant hours, and all the way across town, at that.


But she’d gone there.


And now she wasn’t here.


I wanted to laugh, wanted to cry. Timing, that’s all it was. Soon I was going to shower her with money, with respect, with fame. She’d been investing in our future, I wanted to tell her. She just hadn’t known it. She’d been ensuring the science could continue.


I didn’t know what to do.


Wait until her lunch shift tomorrow, sit at one of her tables? Catch her taking break on the haunted bus tour, start all over again?


I opened the window, telling myself it was to study the city, but I’d read enough studies to know that it was either a response to this sense of claustrophobia—opening the window would increase the range of my options, or let me feel like that, anyway—or a result of the way my culture had programmed me: the romantic gestures were ingrained. The city festering below me was supposed to be epic, a big machine I could never stop, my problems just the smallest of cogs.


This is what you do at these moments. You gaze into the distance. You feel sorry for yourself.


And finally, you see yourself in the reflection.


Except, this time, I wasn’t alone.


On the bed behind me, sitting with her back to me, was—


“Jules!” I said, spinning around, and then I felt behind me for the wall, for the table, for a part of the real world I could hold onto: Julia had blonde hair. It wasn’t restaurant policy, but it might as well have been.


The woman who had been on my bed, her hair had been spilling down her back like ink in water, like raven feathers, so black it was almost coming back around to blue. And long enough I could have lost my arm in there.


I shook my head no, no.


“You’re dead,” I told her.


I was talking to Mary.


That’s her real name, yes.


I hadn’t looked her up in all the years since, because I knew it would be litany of institutions, of séances that were supposed to fix her, of more and more desperate attempts to finally, please, be alone. I hadn’t looked her up because, in addition to what she’d been burdened with before coming to me, now she was a laughingstock, as well.


I hadn’t looked her up, no, but, in looking up the rest of the dead for my research, my search terms had found her all the same, suicided in a motel room half a country away. Tired of running from whatever had been pursuing her.


Personal demons, I would have said, at the beginning of my career.


When I had a career.


I tried to take a step, to get to the hall, but the muscles of my leg were in revolt, it seemed.


“You’re dead!” I said again, to no one.


I scooped up my research, held it close, and finally managed, keeping constant contact with the kitchen-counter, to scrape and slide my way to the door.


An instant before I eased the door shut, the light went off.


I ran, clutching my papers.


Crashing down the stairs two and three at a time, I shifted the sketches and files in order to keep contact with the handrail, and I remembered the gentlemen I had met coming down the stairs, the night of my haunted bus tour, the night I met Julia. How his hand had just been skating along the rail, but never quite touching it.


Because he couldn’t.


Had he placed himself there to witness, though? Had he been a scout of sorts, from the other side, somehow herding me onto that haunted bus? Did they want me to meet Julia?


I fell down the last flight, collected myself, burst out into the lobby, fully expecting it to be standing room only, packed with the dead, there to receive me in their quiet, patient way. To carry me to their god, or feast on what was left of my reason.


The lobby was empty.


I collected myself as best I could, just caught a falling sketch. It was the sixteenth.


I’d initially dismissed it as incomplete, as too vague to be included in the data set.


Now I saw it for what it was: that same balding man, just featureless in a way. No eyes, no mouth.


But an intent, somehow. A grim intent.


I pushed the sketch away, turned to the registration desk.


The clerk, still half-asleep, was studying me. Trying to fit me into his narrative of the night, it seemed.


“My wife,” I said to him, piling my papers on the desk, struggling to corral them, keep them from becoming the avalanche they wanted to be.


“Your wife,” he said back to me, my prompt to actually complete this question.


“Did she—did she leave a note?” I said, working so hard to control my voice.


“Oh, oh yeah,” he said, narrowing his eyes and looking away. A poker player’s gaze. A gunfighter’s stare.


I reached across, pulled him to me by his shirtfront, so our faces were close enough I could taste the musty sleep on his breath.


“I can tell the manager you were sleeping on the job, you know,” I told him, trying my best to hiss it across.


“No rooms to register, man,” he said, breaking my hold, adopting a tone for a moment that I associated with music videos, with ‘gangster.’ It was his tough persona, that he usually didn’t need for work.


This wasn’t a usual night, though.


“No rooms?” I said, panic creeping all the way into my voice, now.


“Your wife, man, she—she knew we always held one back somehow. I figured what the hell, right? Andrew Jackson speaks with the weight of history . . . ”


“She’s in the Elvis Room?”


“Elvis is in the building?” he said, a smile curling up from the right side of his mouth, his eyes mock-darting to the lobby behind me, for Elvis.


“She’s in that last room?” I said.


“With explicit instructions—”


“Which one,” I said across to him.


When he just gave me that same stare, I slowly, as if showcasing it, pulled out my wallet, and started laying down Julia’s money, twenty by twenty. ‘Jackson by Jackson,’ to him. It made it worse.


At two hundred and forty, all of it, the clerk shrugged.


“Guess she didn’t say anything about not telling you what floor,” he said, pulling the bills across, folding them around his thumb like a Vegas dealer. “Try nine, boss man. Nine might just be your lucky number, tonight.”


“Odd or even?” I said.


“Your lucky numbers tonight won’t be prime … ” he said in his best fortune-cookie voice, liking this game so much more than I was. I turned, was already running.


Someone was going to die here tonight, I knew. One way or another. Quiet or loud. Because there are rules. The Elvis Room, it was occupied. And Julia was here. And Mary.


I punched the elevator call button continually until the door dinged open, and it was just sliding shut when a hand stabbed in, caught it.


The clerk, I knew, going back on his deal.


Instead, there was the distinctive sound of gurney wheels.


I knew it from the lobby of that concert hotel.


I went to dislodge the fingers but they were already gone. The door swished shut.


I breathed out, was going to have twenty seconds to myself here. Nearly half a minute to collect myself, to prepare. To settle down.


Except I wasn’t alone.


In the distorted reflection afforded by the brass frame around the numbered buttons, I could just see an absolutely still shape in the corner behind me, to the right. Small enough to be miles away, yet necessarily within five feet. Which was one single lunge.


And it wasn’t looking down like they’re supposed to, either. Like anybody in an elevator is supposed to, living or dead. It was watching me. With the hollow cavities that used to hold eyes.


I spider-walked my fingers down the double-row of buttons, afraid of any sudden motions, of any offensive sounds, and when the elevator jerked up in response to my selection, the lights faltered in exactly the way they never had before, in all my time here. Not a bad connection so much as the light not pushing out far enough from the bulb. A dark flash.


I turned around, protecting the back of my neck with my hands for some reason, but when the light came back, I was alone again.


I told myself I had been the whole time. That this was all in my head.


My breath hitched once, twice, and I threw up anyway, my vomit splashing the brass handrail. At the end of it my eyes were crying, my hand shaking.


When the elevator car shuddered to a stop I crowded the door to make my escape.


It opened onto the balding man with the wide mouth. Just standing there, his head lowered as is proper for them, as if death is a lower class, not a separate state, but even lowered, I knew the specific planes and contours of that face. I’d seen it on sketch paper over and over, until I’d felt my own mouth spreading into a rictus, in sympathetic response.


Instead of twitching a shoulder or pulling his mouth improbably wider—I would have screamed—he just stood there, the “5” on the wall over his shoulder indicating that I’d hit the wrong number, that I was on my floor, not Julia’s. Not her new one.


Once upon a time, I had told Mary that the dead couldn’t hurt you. Even if you could see them somehow, still, how could they interact?


She’d wanted so badly to believe me. She’d wanted so badly for science to save her.


Here was the refutation of my claim, though.


What this dead man was telling me was that I could get off here if I wanted. That I could call it a night, if I was ready to retire. If I could be content with letting them proceed with what they had to do.


He was an usher, fully prepared to nod as I passed, keep his face thankfully hidden.


I could sleep this all off.


Except I couldn’t. Because of Julia.


This was no longer an experiment. This was my life.


“Wrong floor,” I said, giving my voice the smallest amount of air possible, and like I’d started a great clockwork mechanism, the balding man started to raise his face, and I punched the door-close button deep enough to splinter a fingernail.


I scrabbled for nine and hit it again and again, my lips praying for the first time since childhood. It wasn’t words from the Bible but a basic diagnostic procedure. Still, it worked: four dings later, the ninth floor hall opened up before me.


It was empty.


Somehow that was worse.


“Two, three, five, seven,” I recited to myself, navigating from side to side, figuring out that the evens were all to my left, even if “2” was stubbornly prime.


I ran past the first three doors, not sure how to conjure Julia. I started hammering on them at the fourth, and went down the hall that way, bang bang bang then run, do it again.


Until I got to 922.


It was already open.


There was a burgundy apron with white stitching on the part of the floor I could see. It matched the upholstery of the waiting room benches at Julia’s restaurant.


I looked behind me, to the people I’d roused. A woman in her milky nightgown, a man in faded boxer shorts, another man in a suit jacket, his tie loosened for scotch. They were trying to figure me out, and to map the appropriate response.


“Call security,” I told them, holding my empty palm up to show them I wasn’t the threat here, and then I shook my head no and stepped into the room.


Julia was sleeping just under the sheets like she liked, because of a report she’d seen on hotel comforters. The heater was on to compensate. And the lamp was on because she was alone. And the box of tissues was by the lamp, because of me.


I wanted to tell her everything.


But at street level.


I was three steps into the room when the white sheet she was under began to stain red.


I opened my mouth to … I don’t know.


The door clicked shut behind me, the light flickered again in that new way it had, and in the flash of darkness before it came back, I saw him. The balding man with the wide mouth, the empty eyes.


He was looking right at me, now. Past his lips, in his mouth, it was the same blackness as behind his eyes. As where his eyes had been.


“We didn’t—we didn’t mean to, to take the last—” I tried.


The lights came back up and he remained, and the rational part of my brain slowed the scene down, made it make sense: if the dead congregated at hotels so as to be mistaken for real people, then—then of course they would insist on management leaving a room free.


They could all huddle there. Not sleeping, they don’t need to sleep, just standing shoulder to shoulder. Probably all the ones who hadn’t ventured out, the ones who hadn’t been seen. But this was second best; it was something they remembered from being alive: fresh towels, a crisply made bed. The pad of paper waiting under its pen, the pen you always knock under the bed, never reach down for, afraid of what you’ll touch.


Here, if it was empty, the dead could be just like the living, for the night. They were staying in a hotel room. And it looked just like they remembered.


If there weren’t any rooms, though, then they’d be forced to walk the halls when none of us were.


It would make them feel even more dead. It would remind them that they had no rooms. That they didn’t need them.


At which point, they would start sneaking into rooms, bold and angry, desperate for a room to get empty, so they could pretend until morning again. And one of the rooms would end up empty, one way or another.


Shay Matheson would have seen the truth of it.


And I wished I didn’t.


“I won’t tell anybody,” I said to the man, and he angled his head over, so some of his dead blood spilled from the corner of his mouth.


It never hit the floor. His shirt was soaking it up, not getting any blacker from it.


Pretty soon the decal there would be drowned.


Because his face was his face, I followed the blood, instead. It’s instinctual for the predators we once were; motion means food, and food means life.


In this case, it led me the opposite way: to the shirt’s decal.


It was the music act that had filled that first hotel.


“You,” I said, my skin crawling in a way I’d never documented in my early studies.


He lifted his arm as if to caress my face, and his elbow squealed with the sound of gurney wheels.


“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice cracking at last, and when the lamp flickered again, I felt the atmospheric pressure in the room shift the smallest little bit, too small a fraction for any but the finest neck hair to ever register.


Someone was joining us.


I barricaded my head with my arms and barreled back out into the hall, running blind now, not even enough breath to scream like my body was telling me to.


When the elevator wouldn’t come no matter how much I hit the button, I fell into the stairway, but this was the maintenance one that always got cocked open for the smokers. It only went up.


I took it anyway, crashed up onto the roof, the night air chilling the sweat I was coated in.


I laughed, fell to my knees.


I’d made it.


The dead had already taken their one life, the sacrifice they needed.


I was sorry it had to be Julia, but—but I had to publish what I knew, didn’t I? In honor of her, now. As her memoriam.


I sat down out of the wind for the cry I knew was coming, that I already wasn’t proud of, that I felt I owed her—science is never cheap—but, patting my pockets for a cocktail napkin, I came up instead with a pen stamped with the hotel name, the pen I’d assumed she’d knocked off the nightstand to roll under the bed, start its cycle anew.


It was coated in blood, this pen.


The blood would be Julia’s.


I dropped it, watched its tacky barrel collect the smaller of the asphalt gravel to its shaft.


“They’re trying to discredit me,” I said, in wonder, and then looked all around, peeled out of my jacket and ran to the edge of the roof, let the jacket go, had to shake my hand when the sleeve caught on my shirt. And then, because the dead had to have secreted more damning evidence on me, I stripped out of the rest of my clothes, let them flutter down as well, drape over trees and streetlights, collect on windshields and in window planters.


“Now what are you going to do!” I screamed to them, trapped below, walking the halls for eternity.


Except Shay Matheson had said nothing about that.


I turned, this time sure it was going to be to a sea of hungry faces gathered in the moonlight. Because they had nowhere else to go.


I was still alone. And, now, naked. On top of the city.


“What do you want?” I said to my idea of them, my voice cracking. I felt back with my bare feet until I had to step up onto the narrow brick ledge, my heels hanging over a hundred feet of open air, my toes gripping down in response.


I wavered my arms, my chest hollowing out, and I would have gone over, except a hand grasped my wrist.


It was Julia.


There was no kindness in her eyes, though. There were no eyes at all.


“I didn’t mean—not for you…” I said, trying to cover her hand with my other one, but she was already gone.


Not for you, I heard like an echo, and I knew it meant that this world, it wasn’t for me. Not anymore. Not now that I knew its secrets.


“But my research,” I pleaded, balancing back and forth, and then I saw that there was blood on my hand. From the pen. From the balding man I had to admit I’d killed. From Mary, whom I’d always known I’d killed, even before I knew she was dead. From Julia, wherever I’d stabbed her: neck, eyes, base of the skull. In the crook of the groin, that ballpoint nosing around for the femoral artery. I could almost even remember the effort.


I didn’t have any pants to wipe the blood on, so I brought it to my mouth.


It tasted right, so I left my fingers there.


Across the street a woman in the window of an apartment building was watching me, the light from her television set making one side of her glow rancid blue. Twentieth-century blue.


She shook her head no twice, that I maybe shouldn’t do this, and when she turned to look suspiciously behind her, her hair swept around. No, it cascaded down her back, it spilled down her back, it tumbled down her back in something a lot like slow motion, from where I was standing.


Mary?


“But I have to,” I told her—she of all people would understand—“my research, see?” and then I looked down nine stories, into why I’d been left no option but the roof: because this proved my theory.


My notes were all down on the desk.


All the world needed now was my body.


I would get a ticker-tape parade, for what this would prove.


“It’s science,” I said across to the woman like the best secret ever, and then I looked past her, to her shadow self standing against her apartment wall, her murdered twin who threw no shadow, and she saw me looking, bared her teeth in a way that I had to turn away from. Because she had too many. Because her mouth was too wide. Because there was no explanation.


Where I turned was to the safety of the empty roof, except it was empty no more. Julia was thirty feet off. Murdered, dead Julia, thirty feet off, bare feet on the gravel, some of them sticking to the side of her feet, her own hair lifting with the wind. Not because it had to, but because it remembered. Because it wanted to lift.


It gave my chest a hollow feeling, like falling.


“I don’t think she heard,” she said with her impossible mouth, and I started to look back to that window across the way but stopped, came back.


Julia was rushing towards me on all fours, her twisted oval well of a mouth open, to swallow my soul.


“Science,” I said again, weaker than I meant to say it, and she dove into me, to take us both over the edge, to prove my theory. If I couldn’t have the ticker-tape parade, then I could get a ticker-tape funeral procession, anyway.


But, like I’d told Mary: the dead are immaterial.


Julia passed right into me, didn’t come out the other side, and I fell forward into the black gravel, gasping, sure now of only one thing, a thing Mary should have warned me about all those years ago, what she’d learned from having eaten her own twin in the womb: that I could live like she had, or I could join the ranks of the dead, become a walker.


Killing isn’t free, as it turns out.


I could feel it in the pit of my stomach, now. I could see it between my hands, directly under my eyes: Julia’s toes. They were black, decaying, frostbitten from walking on the other side.


She was waiting for me to decide.


“Nobody will believe me if I don’t—if I don’t . . . ” I said, my foolish tears collecting on the end of my nose.


I was trying to convince her of my own suicide. I was asking her permission. For one last kindness, one last withdrawal from her account.


“When I saw you on the bus that night—” I started, but then the gravel crunched again, and again, and all around. In my peripheral vision, there were discolored feet and shins in every direction, an army of the dead. Tattered pant legs, skirts trailing their own hems. Skin slicked with blood, toes crusted with hoarfrost and cracking open, the darkness within blooming.


They’d all come. To be seen.


I shook my head no, finally.


It was a promise. To not publish this in a peer-reviewed journal, as hard-earned findings, but in the usual places, if at all.


Turn the page to find out about Bigfoot, yes. For the incontrovertible truth about aliens.


And then I collapsed into the black gravel, hid my face, my naked back ready for their cold teeth, and when I woke that black gravel was pocked into my face.


Julia helped me up, guided me back to the land of the living, and here I remain, a shell of a man, a ghost of a human, playing out each day, each act of each moment, as if I’m alone, as if the darkness of a shallow closet or a kitchenette doesn’t make me look away. And if some nights I spin a certain record in the privacy of my room in these lonely, crowded hotels and close my eyes to soak it in, please allow me this smallest of pleasures.


I’m not Elvis, no. But I’ve been in his room.


It was Hell.
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Two vehicles, stripped to the bare essentials, accelerate to 180 miles per hour on a deserted highway. Their journey along this dead straight stretch, known as the Final Five, will decide the fate of the drivers – forever. Only one hundred seconds separate them from the finish line as they hurtle towards their destiny, dreaming of glory.


  



But this is one highway they’ve never travelled before and neither of them knows what they’ll find out there. One thing is certain: every road has its obstacles.


  



The eBook includes a special afterword explaining the genesis of Roadkill.
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Can you find seven dogs in this picture of a castle? How about two little girls in a relatively small neighbourhood?


  



Dee and Mary discover a way to hide in plain sight so that Dee doesn’t always have to go home and babysit or do household chores for her mother. For awhile, it’s great fun to sit apart from the rest of the world and watch them unawares. But it’s not exactly normal.


  



It hadn’t occurred to Dee and Mary that what they were doing would have consequences...


  



“A chilling, sombre and affecting tale that reflects the divergent paths of all of our lives. Pat Cadigan’s Chalk should resonate with each and every one of us.”


DREAD CENTRAL


  



“Chalk shows Cadigan at her best – creating a memorable protagonist, perfectly depicting a working class American neighborhood, and throwing in a touch of magic that will chill your soul.”


ELLEN DATLOW


  



“An understated tale of loss and woe – with special powers!”
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“Chalk sucked me in with its delightful premise and left me with chills. Pat Cadigan takes a youthful urban fantasy and twists it horribly wrong. A home run release from This is Horror.”


LIVIUS NEDIN, BOOKED PODCAST


  



“Deceptively quiet, and haunting, Pat Cadigan’s Chalk is a beautiful, unsettling look at family, growing up, the children who never get a chance to, and the subtle trap and trappings of one’s past. All told with Cadigan’s careful eye for casual detail and wrought expertly with the weight of what remains unspoken.’”
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